








What is to be the role of culture within pedagogy? Can it be usefully conceptualized so as to 
provide a positive means by which to understand second language acquisition? This paper 
attempts to answer these questions by applying Holliday’s small/large culture theorization in an 
investigation of teacher discussion concerning their cultural pedagogic paradigms. From this 
investigation, I conclude that while the concept of culture plays a significant role in how 
teachers think about pedagogy and the environments in which they work, we still do not have a 




This paper addresses current issues relating to the conceptualization of culture within teaching 
making specific reference to Holliday’s theoretical framework of small and large cultures. In 
order to do this, a survey was carried out of six English discussion Instructors working at Rikkyo 
University. This paper begins with an overview of the conceptualization of culture in ESL before 
providing a closer evaluation of Holliday’s framework. The rationale and results of the survey 
are then given after which the survey’s implications are considered. Finally, the value of 
Holiday’s framework as a heuristic tool is also considered. 
 
CULTURE AS A CONCEPT AND HEURISTIC TOOL 
In recent years, culture and its conceptual role in ESL and EAP has received increasing attention. 
Jordan summarizes general culture as “stem [ing] from the surrounding society and pervade[ing] 
all aspects of life”, adding that academic culture “stems from the educational culture and 
disciplinary culture” (Jordan, 2012, p 94). Meanwhile, a number of theoreticians have also 
argued for the great significance of culture within teaching. Atkinson claims, “Except for 
language, learning, and teaching, there is perhaps no more important concept in the field of 
TESOL than culture” (Atkinson, 1999, p 625). Atkinson is calling on practitioners to pay 
attention to culture as an influential component of education. Kramsch in the introduction to his 
book, Context and Culture in Language broadens the concept by suggesting that “Culture in 
language learning is not an expendable fifth skill, tacked on, so to speak, to the teaching of 
speaking, listening, reading, and writing. It is always in the background…” (Kramsch, 2008, p 1). 
For Kramsch, culture is more than an element but rather an ever present aspect of teaching 
which by implication must always be acknowledged if teaching is to be effective. Seargeant also 
recognizes this but like others sees certain problems in the elision of culture, society and 
ideology (Seargeant, 2009). However, Seargeant retains culture as a heuristic, recognizing that 
within the discourses of global English it is used “to refer group specific behaviors and symbolic 
practices” (Seargeant, 2009, p 36). In doing so he is providing a more concrete basis on which 
we can characterize and carry out research using culture as a clearly conceptualized phenomenon. 
Furthermore, by specifically localizing culture, Seargeant makes an attempt at avoiding the 
issues associated with stereotyping and overgeneralization. 
Holliday has attempted to address the issue of over generalization by introducing the 
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concept of small culture in opposition to large culture (Holliday, 2008). Holliday distinguishes 
two opposing conceptual paradigms which he refers to as small and large culture. There is a 
concern with Holliday’s research regarding the sample size used and the small number of 
academic papers on which he based his work. Clearly there is room for more research but 
notwithstanding this limitation, it is still possible for us to explore the small/large cultures 
conception. 
For Holliday, culture comprised of character, relations and research orientation offer 
greater and more accurate descriptive power when understood in terms of the small culture 
paradigm than in terms of the large culture paradigm. Small culture provides a situated and 
non-essentializing understanding of how people work in contrast to large culture which only 
provides a reified version of interactions which leads to over generalization leading to ethnic and 
nationalistic stereotyping. Small cultures are concerned with interpreting emergent behavior 
within groups while large culture begins with the idea of the group and then looks for supporting 
evidence. Large cultures can therefore be considered as accommodating and maintaining 
normative values of dominant ideology.  In order to explore these concepts further, a study was 
carried out using university ESL Instructors. 
 
DATA AND METHODOLOGY 
The semi-structured survey set out to identify which cultural paradigm(s) (small and/or large) 
the English Discussion Class Instructors were operating within. Seven EDC Instructors were 
interviewed providing approximately 5 hours of recordings.  The Instructors were chosen from 
a pool of 42 Instructors working in the EDC department and were chosen on the basis that they 
were representative of the various backgrounds in the department. The participants included 
male and female; Japanese, United Kingdom and United States of America Instructors and hence, 
non-native speakers (NNS) and native speakers (NS) of English were represented. The 
experience of the Instructors ranged from 5 years to 16 years. All the participants had worked in 
two or more institutions. Except for one, all the participants had worked in more than one 
country including the United Kingdom, China, Korea, the United States and India. The survey 
was composed primarily of open questions relating to students and culture. The questions were 
selected for a number of reasons: 
1. To identify historical elements which might throw light on subsequent answers relating 
to culture. 
2. Direct questions relating to culture were asked to ascertain the Instructor’s conscious 
pedagogical approaches to culture and how they relate to Holliday’s conceptualization. 
3. Questions relating to student capacity were asked to ascertain how the Instructors 
viewed their students in relation to culture. These questions did not directly refer to 
culture but it was expected that the Instructors would give reasons for the capacity 
within the context of culture. 
4. Questions relating to ability and capacity were based upon pedagogic concepts which 
have been proved controversial with regard to cultural stereotyping (Kumaravadivelu, 
2003; Lai, 2011). These included: 
 Autonomy 
 Critical Thinking 
 Individualistic v’s collectivistic behavior 




Japan and about the students Instructors had taught in the university in order to provide 
Instructors with the opportunity to express a broad range of pedagogic beliefs. 
The data was then analyzed in order to find evidence of Instructor belief regarding culture 
in terms of Holliday’s small / large paradigm. This survey used a small sample group and made 
no attempt to provide a quantitative analysis but attempted to provide illustrations of either the 
small or large paradigms as relating to Holliday’s breakdown of culture into character, relations 
and research orientation. 
 
RESERVATIONS CONCERNING THE ISSUE OF DEFINITION WITHIN THE 
SURVEY 
As has been noted, Instructors were not informed of the primary aim of the questioning and to 
support this, no reference was made to the concept of small or large cultures. However, the term 
culture was used frequently and the Instructor was left to apply his or her own definition. 
The issue of definition also lay with other terms such as autonomy and critical thinking. 
Occasionally, some of the participants would request a definition of the term, however the 
interviewer was able to avoid giving overly explicit answers which might have led to bias 
responses concerning culture. 
Lastly, in order to explore Holliday’s conceptualization in more depth, I set out to apply 
the conceptualization to a specific situation i.e. the oral reflections of English discussion 
Instructors. In the process of doing so, it became apparent that while small and large culture are 
useful heuristics, in certain situations the interplay between the two suggest a more dynamic and 
complex phenomenon. This may be due to the subject of my ‘textual’ analysis as rather than 
looking at research papers as did Holliday, I surveyed ESL Instructor’s oral explications and 
analyzed the usage and references to the concept of culture. 
 
DATA IN THE CONTEXT OF HOLLIDAY’S MODEL 
From the data collected, it is apparent that all the Instructors were using aspects of small and 
large culture conceptualization in tandem with each other rather than operating within a single 
differentiable paradigm. Furthermore, the large culture claims were often qualified later by 
making reference to small culture data. Additionally, hedging concerning large culture claims 
was often applied. Below are examples of the small and large culture expressions which 
contributed to these findings. 
 
Small and Large Culture “characterization” 
Holliday claims that large culture interprets behavior in terms of preconceived notions of 
national groups and ethnicities. This kind of national and racial characterization was not evident, 
at least not explicitly, in any of the interviews. However, Holliday suggests that the large culture 
paradigm interpolates race and culture, “imply[ing] the possibility of a similarly constructed 
culturism, in which the members of a group to which an ethnic, national or international large 
cultural label has been attached are perceived to pre-defined characteristics.” (Holliday, 1999: 
p249). Prominent in the interviews, and perhaps contrary to Holliday’s overall hypothesis, was a 
constant interplay between the recognition of characteristics common to a generalized student 
population and reference to specific experiences and supporting data. 
In answer to the question, “From your experience, do you think that Japanese students 
display general behavioral characteristics?” Instructor 1 claimed to want to confirm that general 
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characteristics are displayed amongst Japanese students. This indicates that a large culture 
conception is feasible at least in the Instructor’s mind. However, like many of the Instructors 
when making generalizations, a caveat was given:  
I think it’s too general to like say, Japanese students are all like this one collective thing, 
basically… you know that they have learning needs that other learners don’t… like 
pronunciation difficulties. I mean they are things that have proven to be problems with 
Japanese learners. 
(Instructor 1) 
This provides both insights into teacher conceptualization of culture and also the care 
with which it can be dealt. Instructor 1 acknowledges that there are general cultural factors 
which influence aspects such as pronunciation but also expresses resistance to the idea of 
grouping all Japanese students together. Another strategy for understanding student behavior is 
drawn upon by referring to evidential knowledge (“proven to be problems”) rather than simply 
drawing on common sense understanding. 
However, this is not to say that experience is not considered a useful way of framing 
understanding. This is made apparent by a Japanese Instructor reflecting on personal educational 
experience: “…it’s not often encouraged to say personal opinion. So students are quite passive 
and I think it’s quite normal situation which happens in Japanese school. And I think it’s quite 
strongly influence by culture” (Instructor 6). Here the Instructor is comparing what some might 
consider a more Western style of student centered teaching to Japanese teacher led teaching. The 
Instructor is making a claim about the national character of education and students in Japan, but 
at the same time rooting the claim in teacher experience. If one is to classify this type of 
knowledge as a large cultural conceptualization we must invariably ask if this knowledge throws 
any true light on English education or whether it should be disregarded. This point is taken up in 
the discussion. 
What is clearly evident in the Instructor interviews is not only the use of large culture to 
conceptualize Japanese education but also the Instructor awareness that this can be problematic. 
Not least of the problems, is the difficulty with which approaches toward issues of culture are 
made. Frequent caveats are made and disclaimers added. For example, “I mean you don’t want 
to talk in these general terms, maybe Japanese students are more obedient perhaps” (Instructor 1). 
The awkward construction of this sentence i.e. the vocabulary choice of “perhaps”, and the 
presence of the hedging phrases can be seen in three ways. Firstly, culture and ethnicity are 
sensitive issues and so a tentative approach is appropriate. Secondly, we might view the 
uncertainty as indicating a lack of conceptual understanding and an inability to express thoughts 
on the subject. This is not to make a criticism of the Instructor but to acknowledge that our 
current conceptualization may be inadequate. Indeed, one might refer to the fact that since there 
is currently little consensus within ESL concerning the manifestation, perhaps it should not 
surprise us that university Instructors have problems with the concept. A third option is to view 
the ambivalence as indicating the need for both large and small culture conceptualizations. This 
issue will be addressed further in the Discussion section. 
 
Small and Large Culture “relations” 
The so called onion ring relationship (Holliday, 2012) of dominant culture to sub cultures is 
claimed by Holliday to be characteristic of the large culture paradigmatic prism. Although with 
hindsight the questions used in this survey might have been composed differently to draw out 




for this conceptual modeling was evident in some of the answers given by the Instructors: 
“People are usually a product of their culture, their upbringing.” This Instructor makes it explicit 
that culture beyond the classroom has an impact on the culture of the classroom which can be 
seen as falling into the category of large culture conceptualization of relations. This was also 
evident in less explicit explications: 
But I do think that there is more of a tendency in classrooms to be more maybe 
comfortable with silence or quiet classrooms than maybe some other country’s cultures 
would be. I think that maybe it’s just the way they’ve been socialized in Japanese 
society and classrooms before. 
(Instructor 7) 
Although this second example indicates a large culture paradigmatic conceptualization, we can 
also simultaneously see small culture relations. While Instructor 7 indicates that external culture 
(Japanese society) is having a direct impact on student behavior, they also note that emersion in 
Japanese classroom culture is a source of behavior i.e. producing situation specific behavior. 
 
Small and Large Culture “research orientation” 
While none of the Instructors were explicitly asked about their research orientations regarding 
cultures, many of the answers shed light on how they might approach culture. Some of the 
Instructors referred to their own research carried out as part of their professional development 
within the program: 
I think some students are interested in having autonomy. I just think it’s a new idea, a 
new idea a new concept to them. Interviews I’ve done with learners where they’ve 
written about having autonomy in the classroom, written in Japanese and I’ve translated 
it back to English. Many of them think that they should be able to set their own goals in 
the classroom. 
(Instructor 5) 
Here, although explicit statements about cultural perceptions are not given, the Instructor by 
implication is showing how understanding of behavior is based in research rather than on 
cultural assumption. The Instructor is making interpretations based on evidence rather than 
beginning with a normative assumption about the Japanese student as an autonomous learner. 
Judging whether or not there is a process of prescription or interpretation can be difficult. 
This can be seen when one Instructor, having claimed that Japanese students lack autonomy 
gives an explanation: 
You know, autonomy is not something that’s promoted in junior high schools and high 
schools. It’s very much teacher fronted class and grammar, SVOCM, Yakudoku 
grammar translation approach. And that’s interesting for us ‘cause that’s what we try 
and do with our course. We try to develop fluency and we try to develop learner 
autonomy within the class but also in their own time as well. 
(Instructor 4) 
The Instructor is being both prescriptive and interpretive. While referring to the 
behavior of the students in his class (interpreting), a normative judgment is being made on 
Japanese students in general. This particular Instructor had worked in a number of countries and 








Rather than operating exclusively within either the small or large culture paradigms, the 
Instructors appear to be operating in a third paradigm somehow combining both approaches. 
 
 
Figures 1. and 2. show the way in which Holliday appears to be conceptualizing our academic 
approaches to culture. The small approach is considered by Holliday as superior to the large 
approach because it avoids culturism. The large culture approach is denigrated as it is, Holliday 
claims, prone to essentialism. However, a possible alternative is that Instructors are not only 
aware of the risks of stereotyping but actively consciously developing their own concepts of a 
large culture, as appeared to be the case in this study. More importantly, this large culture is not 
essential but provisional on experience, general pedagogic knowledge and research evidence. 
This provisional culture conception is illustrated in Figure 3. Point “X” indicates the reliance of 
the teacher on small evidence or on the provisional conceptualization. The proximity of point “X” 
to the concept or to the evidence will depend on the circumstances of the model’s application, 
the confidence in the provisional conceptualization and the degree to which incoming evidence 
supports or questions the provisional conceptualization. The feedback arrow indicates the way in 
which Instructors in the survey appear to conceptualize behavioral evidence and how the 
evidence impacts on the conceptualization.  
 
CONCLUSION 
The primary finding of this paper has been the ambivalent nature of the conceptualization of 
culture by the university Instructors interviewed. This, however, is not to say that the term is 
ambiguous but rather that in many respects the Instructors surveyed see culture as both localized 
and also operating on a grander scale. It is also not to say that the Instructors considered students 
as being essentially cultural but that larger culture conceptions may in fact be provisional. For 
ESL, culture most certainly plays a significant role but our pedagogy regarding our 
conceptualization of culture appears to require more investigation in the area of small and large 
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